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Introduction 
 
Offending Youth explores the key contemporary patterns of delinquency and the response to 
these by the juvenile justice agencies. This book is organised into three major sections. The first 
two chapters provide an historical overview of the context in which the concept of delinquency 
arose and along with it and the various institutions established to warehouse delinquent youth. It 
may surprise some that juvenile delinquency is a relatively new concept that emerged in the late 
nineteenth century amid anxieties about crime that accompanied some significant economic, 
social, political changes. Chapter One explores these social changes, chief among them - the rise 
of child saving, the extension of childhood, the abolition of child labour, the introduction of 
ragged schools closely followed by compulsory schooling, the intensification of efforts aimed at 
governing childhood, the establishment of asylums and institutions for orphaned, neglected and 
delinquent children and the growing social control over family life. These historical changes lay 
the foundation for the enlargement of conduct considered delinquent and the number of children 
institutionalised in reformatories, asylums and industrial training schools. A number of inquiries 
in Australia and the United Kingdom have since established that children committed to these 
institutions, supposedly for their own good, experienced systemic physical, sexual and 
psychological abuse during their institutionalisation.  
The second chapter examines the emergence of the Children’s Court and the separation 
of juvenile justice from the adult justice system that occurred around the beginning of the 
twentieth century in most common law jurisdictions. It was around this time that a welfare model 
of juvenile justice was grafted onto a justice model creating categories of legal offences, such as 
being uncontrollable or exposed to moral danger, for which only children could be incarcerated 
and punished. We refer to this pairing of punishment and welfare in the working of juvenile 
justice as penal welfarism.  Importantly, penal welfarism enlarged the definitions of delinquency 
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to include predelinquent children and justified their indeterminate committal to institutions, 
training schools and asylums. This regime, and the deficit discourses pressed into its service, had 
a particularly pathologising effect on Aboriginal children, children from single parent families, 
family-less children, state wards and young people living in poverty and housing commission 
estates well into the late twentieth century. Cases studied by Carrington twenty years ago are 
used to illustrate how this regime impacted most adversely on young people from these socially 
marginal backgrounds.  
The punishment of children for non-criminal conduct under status or welfare offences, 
such as being uncontrollable or exposed to moral danger permitted the criminalisation of 
immorality, poverty and cultural differences.  This led to the blurring of delinquency and neglect 
for the better part of a century, and the fast tracking of neglected children (many themselves 
victims of family violence or sexual assault) from care to detention where they were subject to 
brutal dehumanising forms of institutionalisation. The legacy of penal welfarism left etched all 
too painfully in the lives of survivors has been documented by historian Bonny Djuric and turned 
into a sell-out play, Parramatta Girls. In the 1980s penal welfarism was widely condemned for 
net widening, sexualising girls’ delinquencies, and selectively criminalising young people from 
impoverished, Aboriginal and housing commission communities.  Chapter two ends with a brief 
review of the momentous separation of child welfare from the juvenile justice system. In the late 
twentieth century juvenile justice policy initiatives enshrined in diversion, cautioning, 
conferencing and restorative justice programs gradually replaced penal welfarism. These 
contemporary developments are examined in the final chapter.  
Chapter Three introduces readers to a set of criminological theories developed to account 
for the association between youth subculture and juvenile delinquency. It explores how the 
theories of classical criminology and criminological positivism theorised juvenile delinquency 
and impacted on the way young people were managed by the juvenile justice system. The 
chapter also examines a variety of sociological theories of delinquency. From the United States it 
examines the tradition of studying juvenile delinquency that emerged from the famous Chicago 
School of Sociology in the 1930s and 1940s and strain, social disorganisation and deviance 
theories that emerged thereafter. The chapter also overviews British studies of youth culture and 
class in the post-war era and then the adaptation of these theories to a peculiarly Australian 
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context where traditions of larrikinism have long shaped patterns of Australian youth subcultures 
of delinquency. This section ends with a critique of the gender blindness of both sociological and 
criminological theories about juvenile crime, and the tendency of later to demonise boys and 
former to romanticise them. 
The third section of the book explores patterns of delinquency in an international and 
national context using data from Australia and similar countries in the northern hemisphere. The 
four substantive chapters that comprise this section examine the patterns of delinquency as they 
inter-sect with a complex tapestry of variables associated with age, gender, ethnicity, Indigenous 
and socio-economic status.  
One of the most dramatic trends evident in patterns delinquency over the last two decades 
has been a narrowing of the gender gap, with rates of crime and violence recorded for girls 
growing at a rate faster than that for boys in most common law countries, including, U.K., 
Australia, Canada and the United States. Various explanations are explored in Chapter Four to 
account for these rising rates of female delinquency. One of these is the ‘sisters in crime’ thesis 
which predicted some 30 years ago now that women's emancipation would inevitably lead to 
rises in female crime and delinquency.  As women’s opportunities in the world came to more 
closely resemble men's, it was prophesised that so too would their patterns of crime (Alder, 1975). 
In the late 1980s and early 1990s a more sophisticated thesis emerged suggesting that girls 
increasing participation in the focal activities of youth subcultures increased both their opportunity 
to commit crime, and their vulnerability to being criminalised, thus increasing their official rates of 
delinquency. It is certainly conceivable that more girls have come to the adverse attention of the 
justice authorities through the qualitative shift in their participation in youth subcultures, 
particularly those involved in selling and experimenting with drugs. However it falls short of being 
able to explain the dramatic rises in adolescent female crime rates.  In an Australian context at 
least, we argue that the dramatic rises in official rates of female delinquency between the 1960s 
and the mid 1990s were predominantly the product of legislative and policy shifts in juvenile 
justice systems. These shifts led to the de-sexualisation of girl’s offences and the criminalisation 
of conduct once sexualised as a welfare case or status offence. On the other hand, the increasing 
phenomenon of cyber bullying through mobile and internet technology does appear to be having 
a considerable impact in exacerbating violent encounters between adolescent girls. Clearly no 
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explanation is singularly capable of explaining why more girls are being drawn into the juvenile 
justice, especially for crimes of violence and hence this pattern remains a criminological 
conundrum. 
While there has been increasing interest in the relationship between masculinity and crime 
there is little agreement about why boys continue to overwhelmingly dominate those who commit 
crime and delinquency. Chapter five overviews a particularly contentious body of literature on this 
topic.  Explanations tend to fall into one of the following.  Biological accounts of ‘dangerous 
masculinity’ which stress the importance of heredity, genetic factors as an explanation of  
criminality. Psychological accounts which stress the importance of psychological predispositions in 
the making of a delinquent boys and sociological accounts which stress the importance of the 
attraction of delinquent subcultures to boys as a way of achieving masculine credentials. Feminist 
accounts which stress the significance of hyper-masculinity as a predictor of  male delinquency and 
a refreshing approach influenced by masculinities studies which resists the temptation to reduce 
crime or violence committed by boys and men into a simple universalistic account of maleness. We 
argue that this last approach is perhaps the most fruitful as it opens up a much greater range of 
explanations for the maleness of delinquency.  
Young men continue to have a virtual monopoly over violent crime, especially sexually 
violent crime perpetrated against other young men and women. Chapter Seven describes some 
spectacularly brutal examples of sexual violence unleashed in the context of young men 
demonstrating their masculine credentials through degrading cultural rituals of male bonding, 
getting drunk and having fun. It refers to the rape and murder of Leigh Leigh at a beach party 
and the recurring problem of sex and violence evident among professional footballers as 
examples of such harmful rituals. Our argument rejects essentialist explanations for these 
patterns, drawing instead on new work in the field of masculinity studies to supply explanations 
for some of these gendered patterns. We conclude this chapter on a positive note pointing out 
that young men are not a homogenous group pre-programmed to be violent, and that many do 
grow into adulthood having fashioned ethically constituted masculinities, manners and 
sexualities. Hence the way to tackle violence and sexual violence suggested in this book, 
drawing on the pioneering of Moira Carmody (2009), is to prevent it through the cultivation of 
sexual ethics.  
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Perhaps the most sobering chapter in the book documents the continuing catastrophic 
levels of over representation of Aboriginal youth drawn into the justice system. The racialisation 
of crime is an international phenomenon, but in Australia this problem is one of gargantuan 
proportion.  Indigenous youth are increasingly over represented as they ascend the hierarchy of 
punishments and interventions available to the juvenile justice authorities. Compared to non-
Indigenous youth in every state and territory in Australia, they are more likely to end up in 
detention than be diverted or cautioned. They are detained at rates many, many, times higher 
than non-Indigenous youth. So while initiatives such as youth conferencing and diversion are 
having a positive impact on reducing the number youth who come into formal contact with the 
justice system, these initiatives have not been anywhere near as successful for Indigenous youth. 
Chapter Six demonstrates how this issue remains one of the greatest challenges facing 
contemporary juvenile justice systems in Australia and New Zealand. An overlapping issue is the 
continuing inequality in the provision of justice and sentencing alternatives available to young 
people who live outside cities. This inequality impacts heavily upon Aboriginal youth who 
reside, contrary to the demographic pattern of non-Indigenous Australians, disproportionately in 
remote and rural Australia.  If the catastrophic rates of Aboriginal criminalisation are to have any 
chance of being arrested, then urgent attention to this issue is long overdue.   
 Since September 11 terrorist attacks in New York there has been mounting concern 
focused on ‘middle eastern’ youth gangs. Distorted media reports of criminal activities 
associated with ethnic youth gangs are sometimes stereotyped as the fault of an entire migrant 
population (Poynting et al, 2004). This climate of heightened fear has generated a corrosive 
social context where young people from visible ethnic minorities have been susceptible to 
increasing adverse media scrutiny, criminalisation, labelling and stigmatisation.  Some of these 
social and racial tensions erupted violently during the December 2005 Cronulla riots. Chapter 8 
dispels many of the unfounded myths and fears about ethnic youth gangs taking control of 
Australian beaches and suburbs which circulated in the popular press at the time. 
This chapter also looks at riots that erupted between young people and the police in 
Macquarie Fields in February 2005 following the deaths of two teenagers in a motor vehicle 
accident during a high speed police pursuit.  This chapter examines the factors that contributed to 
the rioting and what might prevent this sort of social disorder from reoccurring. The important 
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point is that the majority of people subject to social exclusion do not engage in public violence or 
disorder, but factors associated with social and economic disadvantage, such as those apparent in 
Macquarie Fields, can contribute to the risk of crime and rioting, especially in highly emotionally 
charged circumstances involving the deaths of young people (Lee 2006). Perceptions of youth in 
public spaces as dangerous or threatening are fuelled by sensationalist media portrayals of 
‘gangs’, which can legitimate the over-policing of these groups and heighten conflict. The 
chapter concludes that there is little evidence of a gang problem in Australia. In fact the 
criminality of young people is predominantly non-violent, petty, spontaneous rather than 
organised, and is often linked to substance abuse or drinking binges. Young people, including 
those from visible ethnic minorities, rarely form organised gangs, and very few participate in 
outlaw gangs committed to crime and violence as a way of life.  
The final chapter returns to where the first section left off to describe the major new 
contemporary policy and legislative initiatives in the administration of juvenile justice. This 
book has argued that the underlying philosophy of juvenile justice has fundamentally shifted 
from penal welfarism to diversion and restoration embracing positive (and not just punitive) 
policy responses to juvenile crime, such as youth conferencing, cautions, warnings, restorative 
justice and diversion. Evaluations of new initiatives such as Youth Drug Courts, Circle 
Sentencing and Reintegrative Shaming Experiments provide further evidence that diverting 
young people from the stigmatising end of the juvenile justice system reduces harm, repeat 
offending and strengthens informal social controls. Many of these initiatives are appealing also 
because they provide the opportunity for victims, community members, family, and offenders to 
be actively involved in the processes of juvenile justice administration. Evaluations have 
indicated that this elevates the legitimacy of the juvenile justice system and apparently its 
effectiveness, especially among Indigenous youth and their communities, although concerns 
remain that these initiatives are not as accessible to Indigenous youth as they could be.   
Punitive law enforcement approaches to juvenile delinquent behaviour can exacerbate 
juvenile delinquency through stigmatizing young offenders, amplifying their deviance and 
cementing their criminal careers by sentencing them to detention.  Diverting young people from 
the courts and prisons not only minimises harm to the offender and enhances the prospect of 
rehabilitation, but also provide victims, families and communities with the opportunity to 
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participate in decisions about how best to deal with the offending behaviour and repair the harm 
it creates. This does not mean that punitive law enforcement approaches to dealing with young 
offenders have disappeared or lost their appeal. Predicable calls for more law and order, lowing 
the age of adult imprisonment, banning the congregation of young people after dark, the 
imposition of curfews and the more punitive control of young people usually coincide with the 
election cycle of state governments (Hogg & Brown 1998). However we still live in hope that 
sound policy decision making will continue to support the philosophy of diversion as a more 
effective response to reducing juvenile crime – as opposed to policy initiatives driven by what 
hits the tabloids. In this sense this book is aimed at a broad readership including policy makers, 
juvenile justice professionals, youth workers, families, teachers, politicians and academics from 
broad spectrum, in criminology, gender studies, masculinity studies, Indigenous studies, justice 
studies, youth studies and the sociology of youth and deviance more generally.  
 
